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Personal	Reflection:	Managing	the	IowaWatch	High	School	Journalism	Project	Over	the	past	two	months,	my	IowaWatch	experience	has	extended	beyond	the	realm	of	reporting,	and	into	what	it’s	like	to	be	an	editor.	But	I	was	not	an	editor	for	fellow	college	students.	Instead,	I	have	been	working	with	high	school	students	around	Iowa	to	produce	stories	that	look	into	their	experiences	while	still	in	high	school,	and	hopefully	prove	that	high	schoolers	should	not	be	marginalized,	and	what	they	have	to	say	is	relevant	and	important.			 First,	a	little	background	on	the	project,	which	is	officially	called	the	IowaWatch	High	School	Journalism	Project.	The	goal	of	this	project	is	to	allow	high	school	students	from	high	schools	around	the	state	to	collaborate	in	reporting	a	news	story	of	statewide	importance.	There	are	two	topics	that	students	could	choose	to	report	on	for	this	project:	mental	health	resources	available	to	high	school	students	or	the	lack	of	diversity	in	Advanced	Placement	(AP)	classes.	The	students	that	worked	on	this	project	came	from	five	different	high	schools	around	Iowa:	Iowa	City	West	High	School,	Iowa	City	High	School,	Cedar	Rapids	Washington	High	School,	Johnston	High	School,	and	Cedar	Falls	High	School.	Throughout	the	past	few	months,	I	have	visited	four	of	the	five	schools	to	introduce	the	project,	as	well	as	work	with	students	in	person	as	they	ventured	through	the	reporting	process.		 	The	role	of	being	an	editor	to	high	school	students	has	been	a	learning	experience	as	much	as	a	teaching	one.	I	believe	there	are	three	key	skills	that	I’ve	really	gotten	better	at	during	this	project:	effectively	managing	a	group	of	reporters,	organizing	large	amounts	of	content	from	many	different	reporters,	and	realizing	that	I	have	to	trust	my	reporters	and	step	back	sometimes.		 One	of	the	first	major	hurdles	during	this	project	came	when	first	drafts	were	due	from	the	high	schoolers.	I	sent	out	a	reminder	email	a	few	days	prior	to	let	students	know	that	their	deadline	for	reporting	was	coming	up,	but	when	the	deadline	came,	I	only	received	two	drafts,	when	there	were	around	15	reporters.	The	next	week	I	sent	out	an	email	asking	if	people	could	get	drafts	to	me,	and	was	met	with	not	much	response.	This	experience	was	very	frustrating	to	me,	and	when	I	talked	to	Lyle	about	it	he	gave	me	some	great	advice.	When	working	with	students,	especially	high	school	students,	you	have	to	have	many,	repeated	reminders	and	asks	to	get	stuff	in,	because	it	is	not	uncommon	for	students	to	lose	interest	in	the	project	and	forget	about	it,	especially	if	it	is	not	for	their	high	school	newspaper.	So	that	was	my	first	mistake.	And	my	second	mistake	was	not	sticking	to	hard	deadlines.	The	language	I	used	in	my	emails	was	very	lenient,	things	like	“if	you	could	get	your	drafts	to	me	when	you’re	done,	that	would	be	great.”	This	language	did	not	establish	a	hard	deadline,	and	as	a	result,	students	that	were	working	on	the	project	didn’t	make	a	big	effort	to	finish	their	reporting,	because	they	thought	that	it	would	be	fine	to	just	turn	it	in	a	few	weeks	late.	I	think	that	part	of	this	stems	from	me	being	such	a	people	pleaser.	My	emails	were	overly	nice,	and	because	of	this	I	think	it	was	hard	for	the	high	schoolers	to	take	me	seriously	at	first.	After	a	few	weeks	though,	I	was	much	better	at	asking	for	specific	tasks	to	be	done,	and	establishing	deadlines	for	each	phase	of	the	project,	which	made	things	go	much	smoother.		 The	second	thing	that	I	had	to	address	during	this	project	was	how	I	was	going	to	organize	all	of	the	information	once	I	got	it.	I	ended	up	getting	reporting	work	from	ten	different	students,	and	from	that	I	was	left	with	pages	of	information	and	interviews.	At	
	 17	
first,	this	was	very	overwhelming	and	I	had	no	idea	how	I	was	going	to	organize	it	all	into	a	cohesive	story.	But	the	approach	that	I	decided	to	go	with	was	to	break	up	each	story	into	categories	based	on	the	material	I	received.	To	do	this,	I	read	through	all	the	work	that	was	submitted,	and	established	three	or	four	common	themes	that	the	story	could	have.	Once	I	had	these	themes,	I	went	through	each	student’s	work	and	sorted	out	the	good	parts,	and	then	put	them	under	whatever	theme	best	fit	them.	This	allowed	me	to	have	a	manageable	amount	of	reporting	to	work	with,	and	made	it	much	easier	to	have	a	clear	focus	for	each	section	of	the	story.			 The	last	hurdle	that	I	had	when	working	on	this	project	did	not	have	to	do	with	the	process	or	collecting	and	organizing	work,	but	more	with	my	own	ability	to	trust	the	reporters	I	was	working	with	and	step	back	as	they	did	their	work.	I	was	so	used	to	working	as	a	reporter,	that	I	had	my	own	standards	of	what	I	considered	good	reporting.	So	it	was	difficult	working	with	high	school	students,	who	obviously	don’t	have	as	much	journalism	experience	as	I	do.	I	learned	that	I	had	to	let	go	of	the	notion	that	everything	has	to	be	perfect.	I	think	eventually	I	realized	that	if	I	judged	everything	through	the	lens	of	what	I	would	write,	then	nothing	would	ever	meet	my	standards,	so	instead	I	had	to	learn	to	work	with	what	I	got,	and	work	with	the	students	to	teach	them	what	they	did	well	in	their	reporting	and	what	they	could	do	better.	I	think	this	also	ties	into	the	idea	that	there	was	no	way	I	could	micromanage	this	project,	just	simply	because	there	was	so	much	material	that	I	couldn’t	chase	down	each	reporting	detail	and	do	all	the	grunt	work	on	my	own.	I	had	to	rely	on	the	students	I	was	working	with	to	get	follow-up	information	and	flesh	out	their	stories	on	their	own.			 Overall,	I	believe	this	experience	has	been	extremely	helpful	in	showing	me	how	to	effectively	work	with	a	group	of	reporters.	The	management,	organizational,	and	leadership	skills	I’ve	gained	are	skills	that	I	think	would	be	helpful	in	any	professional	setting.	I’m	looking	forward	to	closing	out	the	project	in	the	coming	weeks,	and	seeing	the	reactions	from	the	high	school	reporters	as	their	work	is	published	in	newspapers	around	the	state,	as	well	as	on	IowaWatch.com.	I	think	that	they’ve	worked	very	hard	in	this	project,	and	I	hope	that	my	mentorship	has	inspired	them	to	keep	pursuing	journalism	in	the	future.				
